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AAR and other industry groups also collect data on tank cars. The data
range from tank car repair and inspection records to traffic information
and accident reports. The data are informative and extensive. However,
industry data programs are designed for different purposes and managed
by several organizations, which limits accessibility and has resulted in
some data gaps. Greater coordination between FRA and RSPA and the
industry groups that collect, submit, and use data pertaining to tank cars is
essential to enhancing data base compatibility, coverage, and access.

Measures To Improve Criteria for Assigning Materials
to Tank Car Designs

Assess Safety Performance of Existing
Tank Car Design Types

RECOMMENDATION 4: To improve the basis for assigning hazardous mate-
rials to tank car design types, DOT should use objective and explicit
criteria to determine the safety performance of each design. Incident data,
crash tests, accident modeling, and other quantifiable measures should be
used to rate the safety performance of design types. Results from these
performance assessments should be used to determine whether the current
regulatory assignment of hazardous materials to design types is acceptable
and whether some commodities warrant reassignment to safer cars.

The inception and subsequent incremental expansion of head and ther-
mal protection rules during the past 20 years illustrate some of the short-
comings of the regulatory process in generating a consistent and rational
method for ensuring the protection of hazardous materials. Tank car size
limits were liberalized during the 1950s, permitting widespread introduc-
tion of pressure cars with larger tanks for hauling low-density flammable
gases. The safety implications of these changes were not fully considered
until several of the new tank cars were punctured and ruptured in acci-
dents. Requirements for head and thermal protection were then estab-
lished for many flammable gas cars. Spurred in part by further incidents,
additional rules expanding head and thermal protection to certain other
classes of pressure cars were adopted during the 1980s. DOT recently
proposed further extension of the requirements.

Because head punctures are one of several sources of tank car release,
the expansion of head protection requirements is best considered within
the context of overall tank car safety needs. Such systematic consideration
of safety needs requires more thorough understanding by DOT of the
circumstances of tank car releases and the effectiveness of various design